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In this presentation I will consider— 

• Subjects in process 

• Relations in process 

 

• My argument, through the social processes of 
conducting research and answering the 
questions in research we better interpret and 
explain social reality 



How we most often think of sampling 
and our sample in qualitative research 
(three approaches)  

1) From convenience (or open) to 
theoretical—emergent theory and 
sampling to theoretical saturation. 
 



2) Information rich cases, purposefully 
chosen to pragmatically answer the 
research questions, resources dictate 
(invariably small) sample size 
 



3) The purposive and theoretical 
selection of a sample, organic, learning 
about representativeness of our sample 
as the research progresses 
 



Thinking about time in research 
disrupts these methodologies 

• Grounded Theory—we never reach ‘saturation’, 
social processes and relations are dynamic 
(durable, ephemeral, disrupted, intermittent, …) 

• Purposeful Sampling Strategies—we become ever 
more ‘pragmatic’—by which I mean ‘relating the 
affairs of state [and] community’ (OED)  

• Analytic (or interpretative) induction—we 
understand representativeness as a function of 
an historical moment  



‘Subjects in process’ 



When we slice through time in research—the one 
off interview, for example—participants relate 
accounts of experiences and events in that 
moment. 
 



If we introduce a longitudinal (or temporal) 
element to the design, comparison between 
times becomes possible, as Mike Savage 
(2007) considers in his investigation of class 
using Mass Observation Data.  
 



And we also learn about the emergent properties of 
our cases, by which I mean relations between agency 
and structure. Their relations in time. 
 



‘the past is reconstituted in the present…each 
moment is recreated, reselected and evoked 
afresh in the light of new knowledge…the 
past is revocable and as hypothetical as the 
future’ (Adam, 1990:143) 

 

Participants in research are ‘subjects in 
process’ 



“Future orientated and future-created knowledge 
practices have material effects that reverberate 
through the entire systems of physical, biological 
and cultural relations and processes.” (Adam 
2008:6) 
 



The implications for research 

We can not make sense of the cases we choose, 
without explicitly sampling (and therefore 
accounting for) the context within which they 
are spoken. 

– The past is reworked in the light of present 
experience. 

– Plans are made for the future. 

– (Historical) time contextualises accounts 

 

 



The past reworked: The death of Billy 

In Sheila interview 1 (RMP:32) 
• ‘We threw him out, and we’re better off without ‘im. 

Good riddance to that’ 
And three year’s later, in Sheila’s interview 1 (TS:14), after 

Billy’s death 
• ‘It's, erm... I just call him a silly old bloody bugger, me.  

He could've stopped at any... He should've stopped.  He 
did.  He should’ve done, he should've stopped cos, to 
me, he'd got eight kids, he'd got grandkids, he should 
of stopped, he'd of been around for his grandkids and 
kids then.  And now he's not gonna be there when 
*Richard’s+ new one comes along...’ 
 



Future orientated practices  

Carolyn and Victor: from fire fighting to 
ice cream—changing grandparenting 

Time 1—rescue and 
repair 

Time 2—being there and 
not-interfering, leisure 
and pleasure 
 



Time as context in accounts 

 

 

 

 

 

 

‘Recession, it’s all the same to us son’ 
Interview Bob and Diane (August, 2008) 
(see Emmel and Hughes, 2010) 



‘ We’re all fucked son!’ 
Recorded conversation with Bob in the 
Working Men’s Club (December, 2010) 
 



Time as a theoretical lens in the 
research 
 Disrupting pre-conceived ideas of time: 

“The conversion of the external compulsion coming from the social 
institutions of time into a pattern of self-constraint embracing the whole 
life of an individual, is a graphic example of how a civilizing process 
contributes to forming the social habitus … (Elias 1992:11).”  

She doesn't look like the steroetypical gran to me! (Netmums, 2008; Emmel and 
Hughes, 2014)  
 



‘Research relations in process’ 



QL research: time, complexity and 
temporality 

"there appears to be a more sophisticated 
recognition of the complexity, pervasiveness 
and durability of the social problems that have 
to be confronted…” (Judge and Bauld; 2006)  

 

Researchers are concerned to investigate time in 
ways we might not have done before. As 
Savage (2010) has it, a (new) politics of 
method. 



Relations in process—
negotiating a long-term 
relationship 
 

Maintaining contact and relationships 



Demonstrating the impact of the research 



Intermittent 
funding  / 
different 
researchers / 
changing 
strategic 
priorities 
 



People go 

People’s circumstances change, they ask to 
withdraw from the study. An account of why 
they have left the study is often very useful, if 
it can be obtained. 

Unless they request otherwise, their accounts 
remain as part of the study, they are not 
withdrawn 

 

 



People come 
 

Snowballing, sampling along a network. 
To follow theoretical leads and answer 
questions 
 



Trust (an ethical stance) 

The value of ‘being there’ and relationships of trust in access. 
The perceived value of the research and of the researchers 
The importance of on-going consent, the negotiation and re-

negotiation of consent in the research 
Reflecting back on Sheila’s and her children’s reworking of 

their relationship with Billy, accounts that have been 
revoked exist, but can not be understood without the 
context in which they were produced 

Relations in process of maintaining contact, respecting 
privacy, accepting that participants come and go, which 
tells us something important about the social issues we are 
investigating. 



The contribution of the field diary—the 
account of ‘research relations in process’ to 
the cases of substantive research 



Subjects in process 
 
Dynamic 
Pragmatic 
Always positioned in an 
historical moment 
 
Comparison across time 
The future and past—reworked, 
revoked, expressed in the 
material practices of the 
present. 
 
Time as a theoretical lens 
 
 

Research relations in process 
 
A politics of method—a 
temporal framing of social 
phenomena 
 
Building, maintaining (and 
loosing) relations in the 
research. 
 
An ethical stance—relations of 
trust in research 
 
The reflective researcher in the 
research 
 
  
 
 

Interpreting and explaining social phenomena—the power of QL research 
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